HRM CONFERENCE CALL

October 8, 2003

3 PM – Eastern Time (VACO Room 630)

Tel:  800-767-1750

IMPORTANT - ACCESS CODE NOW REQUIRED - 16248#



CONFERENCE CALL SUMMARY 


1. Welcome  -  Terry Young, Moderator (202-273-9821) 

2. HRMO Activity – Terry Young
SELECTION(S) MADE:

Geralynn M. Nies (pronounced “niece” ) has been selected for the position of Human Resources Manager at VA Medical Center, Erie, PA, effective October 5th.  Ms. Nies came to the VA from the U.S. Census Bureau here in DC.

Theresa L. Webb has been selected for the position of Human Resources 

Manager at VA Medical Center, Dayton, OH.

CURRENT VACANCIES:
Gainesville, FL

Long Beach (GS-15 Virtual position – may be assigned to any facility within 
    VISN 22: VA Greater Los Angeles, Long Beach, San Diego, 
    Loma Linda or Southern Nevada Healthcare System).
3.
HR Management Programs and Policies - Items of Interest:

 Background Security Checks –  Sherri Jennings (202-273-7473 )


(document is attached to minutes)






TSP, FEHB & FSA Open Season – Bruce Ducharme (202-273-9832 )
The TSP Open Season begins October 15th and runs through December 31st.  Eligible employees may elect to enroll, change or stop their contributions.  During the open season, employees covered by FERS may elect to contribute up to 14% of the basic pay they earn each pay period and CSRS employees may elect to contribute up to 9%.  The 2004 IRS elective deferral limit is $13,000.

Employees should be encouraged to enroll by using Employee Express (EEX).  However, HR offices must accept hard copies of the TSP-1 if an employee elects to hand one in.  Employees can make TSP open season changes by visiting the EEX web site at www.employeeexpress.gov or by calling 

1-800-414-5272.  Angela Curtis from VA Headquarters Finance office sent an email to all EEX liaisons that provided information on how to make a TSP open season contribution election using EEX.  Contact your station’s EEX liaison if you have not seen a copy of this document.

TSP elections made prior to December 14th will be effective on December 14th.  Elections made on or after December 14th will be effective the following pay period.  Employees should be encouraged to review their Earnings and Leave statements to ensure the accuracy of their TSP elections.

During the open season, HR offices will be receiving Open Season Updates and Posters.  HR offices are to distribute the Update to all employees covered under CSRS and FERS.  In addition, a limited quantity of large and small posters will also be distributed to HR offices.  The posters should be displayed in areas where they will be highly visible.

The Federal Retirement Thrift Investment Board informed us yesterday that shipments of open season material have been delayed due to hurricane Isabel.  The shipments of open season "Updates" to agency distribution points, which includes the VA depot, were completed by UNICOR, the Thrift Board's contractors, on Friday, October 3rd.  UNICOR is currently shipping open season posters to agency distribution points.

Ginny Daniels, our Publications Control officer, has provided the following information concerning the distribution of open season material.  The VA depot will distribute open season material upon receipt from UNICOR.  HR offices should receive the open season Updates and posters by October 31st.

HR offices should receive enough open season “Updates” for an all employee distribution.  You will also receive a small quantity of small and large posters to display around your facility.  

Additional information regarding TSP can be found by visiting the TSP web site at www.tsp.gov and our OHRM web site at http://vaww.va.gov/ohrm/. 

The Worklife and Benefits Division will keep HR offices updated on TSP open season information as it becomes available.

FEHB Open Season

The FEHB open season runs from November 10th through December 8th.  

Employees who are already enrolled in a FEHB plan should be receiving from their current plan, a copy of the plan’s 2004 plan brochure and a notice of its plans 2004 rate changes, before the open season begins.  Employees should be reminded to review the section of their plan brochure that describes how benefits have changed for the new plan year.

Starting this year the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) will no longer supply agencies with the FEHB guides.  OPM believes that this information is available to employees and staff on OPM’s web site, where they can view and download as needed.  However, OPM did give agencies a chance to order some hard copies of the guides.

VA central office ordered a limited supply of the guides to have available at their health fair for Headquarters employees.

VHA has informed us that they ordered 20,000 copies of the FEHB Guide:  For Federal Civilian Employees, the RI 70-1.  They will have 100 copies shipped to each VHA facility with the remainder stocked at the VA depot for VHA use only.  VHA also ordered 2,000 copies each of the other guides and is having 10 copies of each guide distributed to VHA facilities, again with the remainder being stocked at the VA depot for VHA use only.

It is our understanding that VBA has also ordered a limited quantity for their field sites as well.

As with previous years, all sites will receive a small supply of Fee-for-Service plans brochures from the VA depot.  Alliance will be dropping out of the FEHB program at the end of the current contract year.

Prior to open season, the 2004 FEHB guides and health plan brochures will be made available on OPM’s web site at www.opm.gov/insure/health/index.asp.  The guides and brochures will be available in PDF format for downloading and printing, as well as text version suitable for the visually impaired.  The web site will contain links from the guides and brochures to health plan web sites for information about the plans, as well as links to other related web sites.  Please ensure you inform your employees regarding OPM’s web site.  The new published 2004 FEHB Premium rates are now available on OPM’s web site at http://www.opm.gov/insure/health/04rates/index.asp.

Employees who elect to enroll in FEHB, make changes in enrollments, or make changes to premium conversion elections should be encouraged to use Employee Express (EEX).  However, hard copies of the SF-2809’s, and the FEHB Premium Conversion Waiver/Election forms must also be accepted and processed by HR offices accordingly.  

Please ensure that HR staff who are responsible for accepting and processing FEHB forms understand the rules and regulations regarding the FEHB program, such as, correct effective dates and qualifying life events.  Employees can make FEHB open season changes by visiting the EEX web site at www.employeeexpress.gov or by calling 1-800-414-5272.    

Additional information regarding FEHB can be found by visiting OPM’s web site at www.opm.gov/insure/health and our OHRM web site at http://vaww.va.gov/ohrm/.  

The Worklife and Benefits Division will keep HR offices updated regarding FEHB open season information as it becomes available.

Flexible Spending Account (FSA) Open Season

The FSA open season will run concurrent with the FEHB open season, November 10th through December 8th.

Two Flexible Spending Accounts will be offered to eligible employees.

· A Health Care FSA (HCFSA), through which employees may use pre-tax allotments to pay for certain health care expenses that are not reimbursed by any other source and not claimed on the participant’s income tax return, and 

· A Dependent Care FSA (DCFSA), through which employees may use pre-tax allotments to pay for eligible dependent care expenses.

Employees who are eligible for FEHB coverage, even if not enrolled, are eligible to voluntarily elect an allotment for a HCFSA and a DCFSA.  Additionally, employees in a temporary appointment of less than one year, seasonal and intermittent employees are eligible to voluntarily allot money for a DCFSA.  Employees will voluntarily enroll for HCFSA and/or DCFSA, either online at www.fsafeds.com/fsafeds or by calling toll-free to a Sykes Health Plan Services (SHPS) customer service representative at 1-877-372-3337.  SHPS is OPM’s contractor for FSA.

SHPS will distribute FSA open season material to HR offices prior to November 10th.  HR staff will need to distribute open season material to employees.  The 

HR staff is not expected to answer employee questions on FSA or to become an expert in this area.  All employees are to be referred to SHPS toll free number or web site.

Additional information on FSA is available on our OHRM web site at http://vaww.va.gov/ohrm/ and on OPM’s web site at http://www.opm.gov/insure/pretax/fsa/hr.asp and http://www.opm.gov/asd/htm/bal03.htm.

The Worklife and Benefits Division will keep you informed as more information becomes available on the FSA open season.
4.  "A little bit of this…a little bit of that…"…. Terry Young

•
Changes in the roles of the HRC/OHRM – Carolyn Borosko (202-273-4929)

With the recent decisions to move from (ESS) to (EEX) --- And, that effective October 1 --- the HRC will no longer take calls from HR offices on benefits --- the HRC has issued guidance on the roles and responsibilities of HR offices.

The W&B Division has received a number of questions from HR offices --- and --- as simply as it can be --- 

Employees who have questions regarding benefits will have two options:  

1) they may contact the HRC at 1-800-414-5272, where Customer Service Reps. will continue to use scripted information to respond to benefit inquiries concerning retirements (CSRS/FERS), FEHB, FEGLI, TSP and Long Term Health Care Insurance (LTCI) --- If the Customer Service Reps. are unable to answer the questions from the scripted information, employees will be referred back to their HR office

2) the employee may contact their local HR office for assistance --- If the HR office staff experience difficulty in providing the employee with an answer to their inquiry, then the HR specialist may contact, via telephone or email, the Worklife and Benefits Division for assistance.  

Current contacts are Therese Kilgore – 273.8258 or Bruce Ducharme – 273.9832.  It is preferable by email.  

The W&B decided to take a proactive approach and address any concerns and/or answer any questions that you might have regarding these recent changes, and what the impact of those changes are on the HRC, the various HR offices and the OHRM Worklife and Benefits Division --- we will work through these issues and/or concerns with you by issuing such things as --- issued a Flyer 03-24 on October 2nd, Benefits Program References.  This flyer listed all of the regulatory references, including guidance from the Office of Personnel Management, the Federal Retirement Thrift Investment Board, and the Office of Worklife and Benefits on benefit related topics such as retirements (CSRS/FERS), health insurance (FEHB), life insurance (FEGLI), Thrift Savings Plan (TSP), Long Term Care Insurance (LTCI), and Flexible Spending Accounts (FSA).  It is hoped that this flyer will serve as a useful tool in assisting HR specialists in researching benefit related topics and ease in the workload transition.

This Division will continue to develop materials on all benefit programs and initiatives, as well as providing advisory services to the various HR offices throughout VA.  We ask that you access this reference material by visiting the OHRM web site.  www.va.gov/OHRM --- Benefits --- contacts are Therese Kilgore – 273.8258 or Bruce Ducharme – 273.9832.  It is preferable that you email.  

•
Update on VERA and VSIP 
– Allan Porta (973-676-1000, X1567)

Voluntary Separation Incentive Payment (VSIP) – VA’s three-year buyout plan will begin circulating within Central Office for review and concurrence shortly.

Voluntary Early Retirement Authority (VERA) – VA’s three-year early retirement plan is currently in the review and concurrence process.  Once signed by the Secretary, it will be forwarded to OPM.  

VA has also requested a brief extension of our recently expired VERA (OPM authority No. 2003-026).  That request is now being reviewed by OPM.  We will notify you once it OPM has been approved.  

If you have any questions, you can call me at (973) 676-1000, extension 1567.

•
Change in OHRM URL – Terry Young

The VA’s web folks over the last several weeks have worked to migrate the OHRM and VA Workforce Planning websites, among others, to new production servers accommodating the need to support the many VA websites (intranet and internet).

Also, Silver Spring has established redirects so that web browser bookmarks that reference the OHRM & the VA Workforce Planning websites on the main production servers will automatically be switched over to the other servers (www.appc1.va.gov/ohrm and vaww.appc1.va.gov/ohrm).  This redirection is automatic, but unfortunately, it cannot be made entirely transparent to the user.  Users will be able to tell from the address bar that they went to a different server. 

The URL for the OHRM websites and the VA Workforce Planning website will be the same:

vaww.va.gov/ohrm & www.va.gov/ohrm  and  vaww.va.gov/vaworkforceplanning
You will continue to use these URLs as the correct URL (listed above) for printed media publications and for all users as reference and access thru the web browser.  All users may continue to use their existing OHRM and VA Workforce Planning bookmarks to access these websites.
•
OPM Launches EHRI System for Personnel Data
OPM has launched the initial phase of the Enterprise Human Resources Integration data repository, which will automate the personnel records of more than 1.8 million federal employees.
EHRI will support human resources management across the federal government at all levels, from frontline employees to senior management. The result will be comprehensive electronic personnel record-keeping and an analysis system covering the entire life cycle of federal employees, from hire to retirement. EHRI will eventually replace the current paper-based Official Personnel Folder with an Official Electronic Record and will support managers across the government with human capital planning efforts.
In addition to reducing the number of paper forms, the OPM said EHRI would: 

· Allow employees to view their own personnel records. 
· Streamline work force reporting. 
· Allow for the electronic exchange of HR data. 
· Support workforce planning and forecasting, including timely and accurate data for retirement claims. 

"By providing this flexibility, EHRI will provide federal human resources managers with an impressive array of workforce analytical and planning capabilities -- all important components of the strategic management of human capital," OPM Director Kay Coles James said.
The initial milestone demonstrates EHRI's capability to automate the official employee record of federal employees governmentwide. 
"OPM has created an important test bed for the technology upon which the system will be based," James said.
The next major milestone will be February 2004, when agencies will begin providing data on a bi-weekly basis. EHRI is scheduled to achieve full operating capacity by next September.

NEXT CONFERENCE CALL – Wednesday, November 12, 2003 - 3:00 PM EST


